The University of Reims has recently embarked upon a series of meetings to examine social aspects of medicine in the pre-modern period from Classical Antiquity down to the seventeenth century. Earlier volumes have looked at ideas on contagion, and on the actual practice of medicine, whether in surgery or in the treatment of poisons. The third meeting was devoted to the margins of medicine, to the relationship between those who called themselves (or were called) doctors and those who might be termed leeches, barbers, and even charlatans.

This is a wide theme, well suited to a comparison between different societies and medical cultures. So, for instance, there are papers on sixteenth-century Mexico (Bernard Grunberg) and fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Milan (Marilyn Nicoud), alongside very detailed examination of specific authors such as Cicero (Sophia Conte), Scribonius Largus, fl. [AD]{.smallcaps} 47 (Joëlle Jouanna-Boucher), and the sixth-century Byzantine doctor, Alexander of Tralles (Alessia Guardasole). The editors contribute very different pieces. Franck Collard studies the career of Jean de Grandville, whose failure in 1391 to cure Amadeus VII of Savoy resulted in accusations of murder. Évelyne Samama, by contrast, looks at the difficulties of deciding whether a healer in Hippocratic times was competent or not. Her discussion overlapped with a paper by Véronique Boudon, on doctors and charlatans at Rome, which appeared instead in the *Revue des Etudes Grecques*, 2003, **116**: 109--31. Its absence is to be regretted, for not only does Galen, as Boudon shows, set the agenda for subsequent discussion of the distinction between medics and charlatans (a term that does not strictly appear at all in the period covered by these essays), but he provides many vignettes of medical activity at a variety of levels. Boudon\'s exposition of the variety of terms used by Galen to classify lesser practitioners is also more extensive and more subtle than Samama\'s.

There are many useful observations. Both Scribonius and Alexander record what might be termed magical or marginal recipes far more often against chronic conditions, such as epilepsy, than against acute. The fluctuating boundary between acceptability and non-acceptability is neatly exemplified by Guardasole\'s discussion of 'Natural remedies' (*Physika*). How a single unlucky case could end a flourishing career is nicely shown by Collard, although he could have said more about aristocratic uses of "irregular" practitioners, for there is considerable doubt as to whether Grandville had a university degree.

But there are also many opportunities missed. Only Nicoud really sets out the legal and institutional background of the healers she discusses, a task also attempted by Grunberg, although from a much thinner base. But even Nicoud, in what is the best paper, fails to set Milan into a wider context of Italian and other intellectual developments. This is a great pity, for the simplistic questions that are here raised can hardly be resolved on the basis of one city or one author. The editors\' very brief introduction, which does little more than repeat the titles of the chapters, is a disappointment, for one might have expected bigger questions to be raised here---the validity of any distinction between higher and lower practitioners, the varieties of therapies on offer, the effects of guilds, universities, and even official examinations, and so on. The differences between Greece and Rome, on the one hand, and the later Middle Ages and Renaissance, on the other, would have been worth much more detailed exploration than they receive here. The absence of an index also prevents an easy comparison between topics discussed many pages apart.

Publications of conference papers are always difficult to judge. Here, although the individual papers are of a reasonable standard, they do not form (or are not formed into) a coherent whole that is greater than the sum of its parts. This is a pity, for the choice of speakers offered an opportunity for an innovative cross-cultural comparison on a theme that is relevant even to medical practice today.
